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“There’s a perception that global 
warming is something that will happen 
smoothly into the future, but some 
of these ecosystems go into abrupt 
decline when warming reaches a 
certain threshold,” said Tim Lenton, 
an environmental scientist at the 
University of East Anglia, and lead 
author of the study.
“If we know when the different 
tipping points are, we can use them to 
inform targets to limit global warming. 
It gives us something to aim for,” he 
added.
Last year, the UN’s panel of 
climate scientists warned average 
temperatures could increase by as 
much as 6.4°C by the end of the 
century, with a rise of 4°C most likely. 
Such a rise poses a threat of food and 
water shortages to vulnerable parts 
of the world under many models of 
subsequent climate change.
In the latest study, the scientists 
calculate Arctic sea ice will go into 
irreversible decline when temperatures 
rise between 0.5°C and 2°C above 
those at the beginning of the century, 
a threshold that may already have 
been crossed. There is already a 
50 per cent chance that the Greenland 
ice sheet will soon begin melting 
unstoppably, although it could take 
hundreds of years to melt completely. 
The meltwater would raise global sea 
levels by seven metres.
Warming of 3–5°C could reduce 
rainfall in the Amazon by 30 per cent, 
lengthening the dry season. The 
Boreal forests could also pass their 
tipping point, with large swathes 
dying off over the next 50 years. In 
Africa, more rainfall may lead to a 
greening of the Sahel — one of the 
few potentially positive regional 
outcomes of climate change — but 
the West African monsoon could 
collapse, leading to twice as many 
unusually dry years by the end of the 
century. The Indian summer monsoon 
is predicted to become more erratic 
and, in the worst-case scenario, 
begin to flip chaotically, unleashing 
flash floods one year and droughts 
the next.
“Society may be lulled into a 
false sense of security by smooth 
projections of global change,” the 
authors write. “Our synthesis of 
present knowledge suggests that 
a variety of tipping elements could 
reach their critical point within this 
century under anthropogenic climate 
change.”The announcement, last month, by 
President Bush of plans to release 
three million acres of pristine Alaskan 
forest for logging, mining and 
development appeared to generate 
little public opposition, and a new 
study suggests possible reasons why. 
Americans appear to be taking fewer 
and fewer breaks in the country’s 
wilderness areas and national parks, 
raising alarm bells for biologists and 
conservationists who see this as 
vital for garnering public support of 
Biologists are worried that people 
in the US and elsewhere appear to 
be showing less interest in the great 
outdoors. Nigel Williams reports.
Backs to nature the increasingly threatened natural environment, both in the US and more 
widely.
Fewer people are visiting national 
parks and taking part in outdoor 
activities such as camping, according 
to new research that suggests people 
are falling out of love with the natural 
world.
The study, by US conservationists, 
published in Proceedings of the 
National Academy of Sciences, 
discovered an “ongoing and 
fundamental shift away from 
nature- based recreation” that they 
believe could threaten future efforts 
to preserve wilderness areas. The 
experts say people now make up 
to 25 per cent fewer trips than they 
did in the 1980s, and say the rise in 
computer games could be to blame.Lonesome trail: Americans appear to be spending less time visiting the country’s national 
parks and wilderness areas, to the concern of conservationists. (Picture: Photolibrary.)
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Mice catching cold provided 
an irresistible story — and 
headline — earlier this month. 
Work by British scientists created 
transgenic mice that were susceptible 
to the many strains of rhinovirus that 
only infect humans and chimpanzees, 
opening up new routes to therapies.
“Up until now it has not been 
possible to study rhinovirus infection 
in small animals,” said Sebastian 
Johnson, an asthma researcher 
at Imperial College London. But 
researchers have created mice with 
the surface receptor molecule ICAM-1 
that makes them vulnerable.
At the height of the cold infection 
season in northern Europe, The 
Independent in London led with the 
story and many other papers ran it. 
The BBC called in a spokesperson for 
Asthma UK, one of the sponsors of 
the research, to discuss it.
And by coincidence or not, the 
date of this story — the first Monday 
in February — was being marked 
elsewhere in the press as national 
‘sickie’ day, when the highest number 
of employees phone in ill to their 
employers. A double timing success 
for the cold researchers.
Mediawatch: A new transgenic mouse 
hit the spot and the date for many 
news editors, writes Nigel Williams.
Cold fever
Top notch: A new transgenic mouse fuelled widespread news interest earlier this month.Oliver Pergams, a biologist at the 
University of Illinois, and Patricia 
Zaradic of the US Environmental 
Leadership Programme, compared 
records of visits to dozens of national 
parks, state parks and other public 
land across the US, Japan and 
Spain. They also analysed US licence 
applications to hunt deer, fish and 
shoot wildfowl, as well as surveys 
on the popularity of outdoor pursuits 
such as camping and hiking.
They found that the popularity of 
almost all activities peaked in the 
1980s and then went into sharp 
decline. This drop reverses the trend 
seen in the post-war decades, which 
saw a boom in the popularity of these 
activities. Only the number of day 
hikes has increased. The Spanish 
data did not show a clear trend, but 
had been gathered over a relatively 
short period. 
The researchers said: “All major 
lines of evidence point to a general 
and fundamental shift away from 
people’s participation in nature-based 
recreation. The cultural shift away 
from nature recreation appears to 
extend outside the US, to at least 
Japan, and the decline appears to 
have begun 1981–1991.”
They believe their findings could 
represent a general shift away from 
interest in nature and that “if this is the 
case, it is of enormous importance”. 
Contact with the environment 
produces more eco-friendly behaviour, 
they say, and people must be exposed 
to nature as children if they are to care 
about it as adults. With fewer adults 
spending time outdoors, children are 
less likely to experience it.
“Declining nature participation has 
crucial implications for conservation 
efforts. We think it is probable that 
any major decline in the value placed 
on natural areas and experiences 
will greatly reduce the value people 
place on biodiversity conservation. 
Accordingly, it becomes less 
likely that attempts to raise public 
awareness of the current biodiversity 
crisis [will succeed].”
But at least the Bush plans for 
Alaska carry some caveats: 90,000 
acres of old-growth reserve is 
out- of- bounds to loggers and 
47,000 acres of vulnerable limestone 
formations called karst remain 
protected. And the Forest Service has 
said it will consult with Indian tribes 
to protect and maintain sacred sites 
within the forest.
